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American Placce

by L. O’Brien

The American plaice or dab,
Hippoglossoides platessoides, is a
large-mouthed, “right-handed” floun-
der, distributed along the Northwest
Atlantic continental shelf from south-
ern Labrador to Rhode Island in rela-
tively deep waters. Offthe U.S. coast,
the greatest commercial concentra-
tions exist between 90 and 182 m (50
and 100 fathoms). Maturation begins
between ages 2 and 3 but most indi-
viduals do not reach sexual maturity
until age4. Spawning occursin spring,
generally during March through May.
Growth is rather slow; 3-year-old fish
are normally between 22 and 28 cm (9
to 11 in.) in length, and weigh be-
tween 90 and 190 g (0.2 to 0.4 lbs).
After age 4, females grow faster than
males.

The principal commercial fish-
ing gear used to catch American pla-
ice is the otter trawl. Recreational
and foreign catches are insignificant.
The U.S. fishery is managed under
the New England Fishery Manage-
ment Council’s Multispecies Fishery
Management Plan. Management mea-
sures include a moratorium on per-
mits, days-at-sea restrictions, time/
area closures, gear restrictions, and
minimum size limits.

Landings of American plaice in-
creased from an annual average of
2,300 mt during 1972-1976 to an av-
erage of 12,700 mt per year during
1979-1984. Subsequently, annual
landings declined and since 1991 have
ranged between 4,000 mt and 7,000
mt. Total commercial landings in
1996 were 4,400 mt, 5% less than in
1995 (4,700 mt). Between 1960 and
1974, 67% of U.S. landings were from
deepwater areas on Georges Bank.
Since then, Gulf of Maine landings
have greatly exceeded those from
Georges Bank.

The U.S. commercial catch per
unit effort (CPUE) index was rela-
tively stable between 1964 and 1969,
declined in the early 1970s, and then
sharply increased to a record high in
1977, when total landings doubled.
Subsequently, the index steadily de-
clined, reaching arecord low in 1988,
and remained relatively stable at a
low level through 1993. Values for
1994-1996 are currently unavailable.

Abundance and biomass indices
from NEFSC autumn bottom trawl
surveys reached record-low values in
1987 but increased through 1990 as
the strong 1987 year class recruited to
the survey gear. Indices declined in
1991 and 1992, but increased in 1994
due to record high catches of 2-year -
old fish from the 1992 year class.
Indices remained stable in 1995 but
declined in 1996.

A 1992 virtual population analy-
sis indicated that fishing mortality on
fully recruited ages (6-9+) more than
doubled between 1981 (F =0.36) and
1987 (F=0.87), but declined to F=0.47
in 1990. Fishing mortality in 1991
was estimated to be 0.58, well above
F__=0.29(23% exploitationrate) and
the F needed to attain 20% maximum
spawning potential (F,,, =0.49, 35%
exploitationrate), the overfishing defi-
nition established for this stock. Sub-

sequent projections indicate that fish-
ing mortality was above 0.70 (46%
exploitation rate) during 1992-1995
but declined to about 0.5 in 1996.

Spawning stock biomass declined
from 41,400 mt during 1980-1982 to
7,700 mt during 1987-1989. In 1991,
spawning stock biomass increased to
13,400 mt as the strong 1987 year
class began to recruit to the spawning
stock. Projectionsindicate that spawn-
ing stock biomassremained relatively
stable during 1992-1993, declined
during 1994-1995 and then increased
in 1996 as the strong 1992 year class,
similar in strength to the 1987 year
class, recruited to the spawning stock.

Discard estimates for American
plaice indicate that discarding is high-
est on age 2 and 3 fish in the northern
shrimp fishery and on age 3 and 4 fish
in the large mesh otter trawl fishery.
Estimates for the northern shrimp fish-
ery indicate that by 1991, 40% of the
total cumulative catch (in numbers)
of the 1987 year class had been dis-
carded. Similarly, in the large mesh
fishery, 41% of the total cumulative
catch of the 1987 year class is esti-
matedto have been discarded by 1991.
Discarding inthe shrimp fishery, how-
ever, has been reduced following in-
troduction of the Nordmore grate in
April of 1992,
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“The 1992 and 1993
year classes represent
the next opportunity
to continue increasing
harvestable biomass if
fishing mortality and
discarding are
reduced.”

The decline in landings that oc-
curred between 1983 and 1989 re-
flected adecliningtrend inharvestable
biomass, as indicated by both catch
per unit effort and NEFSC survey
indices. Although landings increased
in 1990-1992, as the 1986 and 1987
year classes recruited to the fishery,
landings have since declined through
1996. Stock biomass remains at a
medium level. The 1992 and 1993
year classes represent the next oppor-
tunity to continue increasing har-
vestable biomass if fishing mortality
and discarding are reduced.
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Table 9.1 Recreational catches and commercial landings (thousand metric tons)

Year

Category
Average

1977-86 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 19951996

U.S. recreational - - - -

Commercial

United States 104 38 34 24
Canada <0.1 <0.1 0.1 0.1
Other <0.1 - -

Total nominal catch 104 3.8 35 25

43 66 58 51 47 44
<0.1 <0.1 <0.I <0.1 <0.1 <0.1

43 66 58 51 47 44

Swummary Status

Long-term potential yield'

SSB for long-term potential catch
Importance of recreational fishery
Management

Status of exploitation

Age at 50% maturity

Size at 50% maturity
Assessment level
Overfishing definition
Fishing mortality rate corresponding
to overfishing definition
M = 0.20 F,, = 0.18

'Excluding discards

il

3,600 mt

12,000 mt

Insignificant
Multispecies FMP
Overexploited

3.0 years, males

3.6 years, females

22.1 cm (8.7 in.), males
26.8 cm (10.6 in.), females
Age structured

20% MSP

F,y,, = 0.49

= 029 F,, ~ 0.50
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